Why has the superhero film come to enjoy such a large and enduring popular appeal? In the present chapter, we seek to provide some psychologically informed answers to this question. Throughout our discussion, we highlight the significance of the superhero in the superhero film. To be sure, we acknowledge that much of the popularity of the superhero film may be explained by such factors as good storytelling, a strong cast, or effective advertising. However, these factors are common to many other forms of cinema. In this chapter, we focus on what is unique about the superhero film: Characters that use their superhuman (or at least highly extraordinary) powers to promote some greater good, commonly known as superheroes. In what follows, we first take a closer look at the modern superhero and consider its ancient mythological roots. Next, we relate the popular appeal of the superhero film to universal human motivations that stem from people's confrontation with existential realities. Finally, we discuss the recent trend towards deconstruction of the superhero myth, and consider the possible psychological ramifications of this trend.
The Modern Myth of the Superhero and Its Ancient Roots
I come from a place where magic and science are one.
-Chris Hemsworth in Thor (2011) r Superheroes are undeniably American icons. They were invented during the 1930s by the creators of comic books, a quintessential American art form that began as reprintings of newspaper comic strips. Most superheroes are therefore situated in an urban landscape that is based on life in modern American cities. For instance, the web-slinging that is famously Spiderman's preferred mode of transportation would be hard to imagine in a city without skyscrapers. The Americanism of the superhero extends to the values and ideals that superheroes propagate. Indeed, Superman, the oldest and most famous of superheroes, was heralded in the 1940s and 1950s as fighting for "truth, justice, and the American way." Likewise, Captain America is a superhero whose costume design is intentionally based on the American f lag and who began his career battling the Nazis in the 1940s. Beyond such blatant displays of patriotism, scholars have suggested that the very notion of a superheroic character that can single handedly save humanity is an outgrowth of the American ideology of individualism (Gray & Kaklamanidou, 2011) . Although superheroes are as American as hamburgers and Dutch apple pie, their cultural significance goes far beyond the United States. For one
